ABSTRACT A belief in the importance of available and relevant information to managers and stakeholders has propelled significant accounting change, motivating the development of new forms of reporting argued to provide more useful accounting information. However, accounting is not inherently useful. Accounting information is a heterogeneous agglomeration that is made useful in practice. We overview research, illustrating the experimental, emotional, imaginative and complementation stratagems that practitioners adopt in making accounting information useful. This research shows that diverse stakeholder interests are mobilised in processes making accounting information useful. The ethical implications of accounting for stakeholders are then considered, particularly the problematic consequences of greater transparency. The critical possibilities of accounting for stakeholders are outlined next. We conclude by arguing that further research problematizing the usefulness of accounting information, including the networks of interests accomplishing this, is vital to advance debate on accounting for stakeholders.
INTRODUCTION
In this special issue, accounting is under the spotlight. At stake is the usefulness of accounting in relation to changing stakeholder expectations. Organisations are increasingly expected to account for the stewardship of financial resources and for broader societal impacts (Keim, 1978; Roberts, 1992) . Facing mounting stakeholder-related pressures, conventional accounting information is seen as problematic because it addresses managers and shareholders in the interest of short-term financial gains. This has not been lost on the accounting profession.
A range of new accounting practices have been advocated to facilitate greater stakeholder orientation. These practices include: social and environmental accounting (Gray et al., 1987 (Gray et al., , 1993 ; triple bottom line reporting (Elkington, 1999) ; sustainability reporting (Kolk, 2003) , intellectual capital statements Mouritsen et al., 2002) , and integrated reporting (Adams and Simnett, 2011; Eccles and Krzus, 2010) . Alongside these experiments in stakeholder reporting, concerns about accounting's diminished usefulness for managerial decision-making have prompted new and reinvigorated forms of management accounting information (Bromwich, 1990) . Similarly, we have seen a desire to create more comprehensive and conceptually superior measures of shareholder value creation, such as shareholder value analysis, economic value added, and cash flow return on investment (Barbera and Coyte, 1999; Rappaport, 1986; Stern and Shiely, 2001) .
Despite ongoing projects of accounting change, there remains a persistent narrative that the development of more, different, and/or better accounting information is imperative (Davie, 2000; Mitchell et al., 2015; Shaoul, 1998) . Whilst we do not argue against the development of new forms of accounting information per se, we do argue that there is a general misunderstanding of the nature of accounting information and how it is useful in relation to accounting for stakeholders (Ball and Brown, 1968, 2013; Gillies, 2004; Williams, 2014) . Accordingly, if we acknowledge the adaptability and usefulness of extant forms of accounting information, and not merely the seductiveness of new forms of accounting emerging at the margins (Miller, 1998) , then maybe we can redirect a preoccupation with the fidelity and potential supremacy of various accounting techniques towards a consideration of their morality and effects.
In this paper we argue that developments in accounting for stakeholders, such as triple bottom line reporting, balanced scorecards and intellectual capital statements, cannot claim greater relevance for managers and stakeholders in terms of any inherent capacity to better represent reality and improve choice processes. Ball and Brown (2013) , Gillies (2004) and Williams (2014) highlight that accounting information is a heterogeneous agglomeration, a practical and convenient way of summing up many different things. As such, accounting information is a practical accomplishment constituted in situ. It is crafted by users in such a way that it is good enough to enable the kinds of decisions confronting them. This implies that a push to prescribe and mandate particular forms of accounting information on the basis of its presumed decision usefulness is misguided and sits uncomfortably with the ability of practitioners to acknowledge and accommodate the operational character of accounting information (Ezzamel et al., 2004; Jordan and Messner, 2012) .
Further, we argue that accounting for stakeholders is an inherently paradoxical practice. Escalation in the development of accounting information for the purpose of accounting for stakeholders has been combined with pressures for greater transparency and disclosure. This has marked ethical consequences for those subjected to this regime of truth. We overview the 'limits' of accounting and accountability (Messner, 2009, p. 918; Roberts, 2009, p. 957) , as well as Roberts' (2009) counterproposal for an intelligent form of accountability, which aims to make accounting information more relevant for stakeholders and less burdensome for those who are subject to it. Whilst accounting for stakeholders is a fraught element of organisational functioning, this aspect of practice may contribute to a remaking of the contemporary business environment through an emerging emphasis on our ethical responsibility towards others (Messner, 2009 ) -and not merely how we constitute and account for accomplishments of the self.
The paper concludes with the contention that accounting for stakeholders makes possible a rekindling of a critical accounting research project. In understanding the global networks of practices constituting accounting for stakeholders, accounting researchers are forced to engage with the changing patterns of power relations that inform and are informed by processes of stakeholder engagement. A vital and viable future research agenda is proposed to understand the dispersed, complex and shifting patterns of global governance enabling and constraining accounting for stakeholders.
LOST AND FOUND -THE USEFULNESS OF ACCOUNTING INFORMATION
Eminent accounting scholars, Ball and Brown, are longstanding advocates of the usefulness of extant forms of accounting information. Their seminal publication, 'An empirical evaluation of accounting income numbers ' (1968) , marked an important turning point in this debate. Ball and Brown compared the outcomes of a na€ ıve, random walk model of share price behaviour to a model that controlled for market effects on all firms. They undertook this comparison to investigate the impact of accounting information, communicated via annual earnings announcements, on share price returns. Based on their analyses, Ball and Brown concluded that accounting income numbers were useful because they were related to share prices (1968, see p. 174) . [1] Accounting information was useful because it conveyed either good or bad 'news', which had a positive or negative impact respectively on a firm's share price (Ball and Brown, 1968, p. 164) .
Although offered 'definitive conclusions' (p. 176) concerning the usefulness of accounting information, they acknowledged a prevailing counterargument asserting the economic meaninglessness of accounting information. This is attributed to a 'fallacy of mixed aggregation' (Chambers, 1980, p. 19) . Chambers described this as follows: 'It may be said categorically that no practical use can be made of the sum of an amount of money available to a company at a given date and the amounts of money spent on other goods at some prior date or dates ' (Chambers, 1980, p. 20) . How are investors to make sensible decisions based on accounting information, which aggregates historical costs conflating price level changes? The problem of providing more useful accounting information was, in this context, addressed through the normative development of potential systems of accounting. Alternative approaches to providing more useful information to investors (and, by implication, other stakeholders) involved the development of Continuously Contemporary Accounting (CoCoA), Price-Level Adjusted Historical Cost Accounting, and Replacement Price Accounting (Chambers, 1980) . Despite some flirtation with these innovations in the form of exposure drafts for prospective accounting standards (see Chambers, 1980) , historical cost accounting remains firmly entrenched in practice, supported by the professional and regulatory environments.
Recently, new forms of (extended) reporting have explicitly incorporated information about stakeholders. This has been motivated by a general belief that greater transparency is a prerequisite for developing more useful accounting information, as well as improved organisational accountability (Roberts, 2009) . Intellectual capital statements (ICS) are a case in point Nielsen et al., 2006 (Elkington, 1997 (Elkington, , 1999 , sustainability reporting and integrated financial reporting (Gray, 2006) , are a manifestation of a more widely held belief that accounting practice is 'in need of urgent reform' (Hopwood, 1990, p. 81) .
Concomitantly, there have been ruminations about the usefulness of accounting for internal reporting and decision-making. Such was the impotence of Western management accounting, when confronted by the increasing competitiveness of more nimble Asian rivals, that its relevance was deemed 'lost' ( Johnson and Kaplan, 1987) . The profession responded by reworking accounting information to improve its decision usefulness. Not only were extant costing techniques reinvigorated by a push towards more 'strategic' forms of usefulness (Shank and Govindarajan, 1989, p. ix) , new calculative spaces emerged. Customers (Vaivio, 1999) and suppliers (Free, 2007) were established as relevant cost objects, in addition to a long-standing focus on products. New systems of performance management, such as the balanced scorecard (Kaplan and Norton, 1996) , incorporating multiple stakeholder perspectives inscribed by financial and nonfinancial performance measures, were designed in response to long recognised limitations on the usefulness of accounting because of its incompleteness ( Jordan and Messner, 2012; Lawler and Rhode, 1976) .
The point that we are trying to make in this sweeping overview is that accounting is informed by a disciplinary zeitgeist seeking greater decision usefulness through the development of new forms of information, which promote accounting for stakeholders in a variety of ways. This concern for accounting change in the name of stakeholders, however, has been propelled by a lack of understanding of accounting information and its use in practice. The following section discusses the nature of accounting information.
THE OPERATIONAL CHARACTER OF ACCOUNTING INFORMATION
Our understanding of the nature of accounting information has been influenced by professionally entrenched ideals about its qualitative characteristics (Hines, 1991) . These have been explicated in the Statement of Financial Accounting Concepts No.8 (2010) , issued by the Financial Accounting Standards Board (FASB) in the US. This statement enshrines the characteristic of 'faithful representation' (FASB, 2010, p. 17) . [2] There should be a correspondence between accounting information and the economic phenomena that it purports to represent (p. 17). Representational faithfulness entails three qualities: completeness, neutrality, and freedom from error. Completeness encompasses the 'numerical depiction' (p. 18) of economic phenomena, as well as any descriptive explanation. The neutrality of accounting information refers to a lack of 'bias'. And, finally, freedom from error refers to the absence of 'errors or omissions ' (p. 18) .
Accounting information that is represented faithfully is presumed to be useful for decision makers.
A range of stakeholders are assumed to benefit from accounting information. For example, FASB cites 'existing and potential investors, lenders, and other creditors' (FASB, 2010, p. 2) as the beneficiaries of general purpose accounting information. The Australian Accounting Standards Review Board, in comparison, has acknowledged a much broader range of organisational stakeholders as users of accounting information. Users include resource providers (argued to encompass 'employees, lenders, creditors, suppliers and, in the case of business entities, investors and contributors'), recipients of goods and services (such as customers and beneficiaries), and those performing review and oversight activities ('including parliaments, governments, regulatory agencies, analysts, labour unions, employer groups, media and special interest community groups') (AASRB, 1990, p. 8). The ostensible 'true and fair view' (AASB, 2009, p. 16) of accounting information is argued to give users confidence to rely upon it in their decisionmaking.
However, this representational enterprise is problematic. Hopwood stated, 'it is not possible to think in terms of unproblematic notions of "correspondence or agreement between a measure or description and the phenomenon that it purports to represent"' (Hopwood, 1990, p. 86) . There is growing recognition that accounting information does not function as a neutral representation because of the heterogeneity, partiality and incompleteness of accounting information (Chua, 1995; Dambrin and Robson, 2011) . Nonetheless, accounting information is good enough to enable organisational participants (broadly defined) to get on with their work, enabling a form of calculative pragmatism to prevail -organisations function, decisions are made, and resources are allocated ( Jordan and Messner, 2012) . Ball and Brown (2013) arrived at a similar conclusion regarding the durability and usefulness of accounting information:
'. . . we grade our students in an exam by aggregating scores on heterogeneous questions, we assign grades in our subjects by aggregating these exam scores along with scores on essays, projects, class participation and the like, and we aggregate grades across heterogeneous subjects such as Accounting, Strategic Management, Statistics and Marketing to obtain program-wide GPAs, three actions that indicate we do not view such aggregations as devoid of meaning. We tend to regard them as imperfect indicators, to be used in conjunction with other information. Why is financial reporting different? Is accounting income totally meaningless because it aggregates calculations that are not entirely homogeneous?" (Ball and Brown, 2013, pp. 8-9 ).
Accounting information is imperfect -but this does not render it 'necessarily meaningless ' (2013, p. 8) . Many decisions are made in our day-to-day lives based on similarly imperfect forms of information. How is this so?
One answer to this conundrum resides in an argument that there is a fundamental misunderstanding of the nature of accounting information. Accounting numbers are not representations corresponding to a 'physical reality' (Williams, 2014, p. 14) .
Rather accounting numbers are operational or qualitative digests. British mathematician and philosopher Donald Gillies stated: '. . . goods have prices, firms have a market value, and each item in a firm's accounts is given an exact monetary value . . . this appearance is misleading because the numbers attached to economic phenomena are what I propose to call operational numbers. Whereas numbers in physics are estimates, which may be more or less accurate of, exact quantities which exist in reality, operational numbers do not correspond to any real quantities. They are a convenient, but sometimes misleading, way of summing up a complicated, qualitative situation. Moreover their values depend to a large extent on conventional decisions and procedures and are therefore arbitrary to a degree.' (Gillies, 2004, p. 191 ).
Accounting information is arbitrary, imperfect and incomplete. It is a summary of complex assumptions, values and interests. These heterogeneous agglomerations called accounting information are embedded in networks of practices, with usefulness being fabricated in situ. Operational accounting information enables the functioning of organisations not because it embodies an essential truth, but because it enables local understanding and action (Roberts, 2009) .
Whilst operational accounting information is not representational, it is based on fabrications giving the impression of being a 'fact' (Latour, 1987, p. 23 ). This fact-likeness emanates from complex processes of enrolment, corralling networks of allies to support the perpetuation of particular numbers and their mobilisation in decision-making. These processes fortify and stabilise accounting information as a fact-like but imperfect creation. Chua (1995) illustrated how the production of cost information in three Australian hospitals involved complex processes of fabrication, incorporating the interests of a range of stakeholders, including Commonwealth and State governments, clinicians, hospital managers and a university project team. The resultant accounting information was imperfect because it could not incorporate all that stakeholders believed constituted good health care. However, it enabled running costs to be aggregated, disaggregated and compared, even though the functions of the hospitals were quite different, as were the underlying medical conditions of the patients.
The operational usefulness of accounting information is derived from the qualitative characteristics of its fabrication. Rather than mobilising the language of completeness, neutrality, and freedom of error, concerns of a representational perspective, the tenets of Actor-Network Theory (Latour, 1987 (Latour, , 1999 (Latour, , 2005 provide a different understanding of how usefulness is accomplished. Accounting information can be made useful because of its capacity (through inscription) to be made mobile, stable, and combinable (Latour, 1987; Qu and Cooper, 2011; Robson, 1992) . First, mobility incorporates practices moving information from one site to another. Accounting information can be moved from source documents, such as invoices, into the ledger and different accounting reports, which can travel across the globe. Second, accounting information is useful because of its stability to withstand 'distortion, corruption or decay' (Latour, 1987, p. 223) . Conventions have been instituted to ensure accounting information remains unaffected by time and place. For instance, BHP Billiton's total revenue for the financial year ended June 30, 2013 is USD $65,968,000, reported in the company's online annual report. [3] The same figure is reported on the Yahoo! Finance online news page.
[4] Finally, routines combining numbers also make accounting information useful. Despite purists' arguments concerning the heterogeneity of accounting numbers, we put these misgivings aside and calculate and compare financial ratios, such as return on investment. In short, the qualitative character of accounting information has practical and potent effects.
ACCOUNTING NUMBERS AND GETTING ON WITH IT
Recognising the operational character of accounting information enables us to abandon the myth that the usefulness of accounting information stems from 'technical mastery and accuracy' (Hopwood, 1990, p. 79) . In comparison, acknowledging the operational character of accounting information enables an appreciation of its practical usefulness. This does not emanate from how accurately accounting information represents practice, but from how well fabrications translate, corral and consequently mobilise the diverse interests of a number of stakeholders (Latour, 1987 (Latour, , 1999 (Latour, , 2005 . For example, Jeacle (2003) portrays how the growth of alteration costs in department stores was instrumental in translating, aligning and mobilising the interests of a range of stakeholders, such as store buyers, financial controllers and suppliers, to work towards the development of standardised sizing for ready-to-wear clothing. She demonstrates the practical usefulness of accounting information to engender more efficient practices, not only within an organisation but across an industry value chain, benefitting a range of external stakeholders, chiefly suppliers (experiencing less returns) and retail customers (enjoying more consistent sizing).
Even more salient is Miller's (1991) research examining the emergence of discounted cash flow (DCF) analysis. Miller provides a convincing argument that DCF emerged in the UK during the 1960s because this form of accounting information served the interests of government. The government wished to promote economic growth and DCF was integral to connecting a national discourse about growth to investment practices within organisations. Miller's research highlights that the fabrication of useful accounting information can mobilise, prioritise, and encompass the interests of external stakeholders.
This fabricated character of accounting information is not lost on accounting practitioners (McSweeney, 1997). Users are not 'inscription dopes' (Ezzamel et al., 2004, p. 785) . Practitioners recognise the 'technical imprecision and doubt' (Hopwood, 1990, p. 79 ) inherent in accounting. This has been well documented in research outlining the so-called 'dysfunctional' uses of accounting information, such as building budgetary slack, gaming incentive systems, and smoothing accounting information (Hirst, 1983; Merchant, 1990) . However, a cognisance of the operational character of accounting information also liberates managers to experiment with it in positive ways -rendering it useful in the situation of its deployment (Andon et al., 2007; Dambrin and Robson, 2011; Jordan and Messner, 2012) .
The field study of Andon et al. (2007) demonstrates this. A series of experiments were embarked upon by a customer service division to find stable and meaningful performance measures. The first experiment translated the commercialisation agenda confronting the division -time-based measures populated the performance report. But staff reacted adversely to time-based surveillance and their consequent inability to act in the best interests of the customer, an external stakeholder with significant historical importance. A second experiment developed a BSC, which included customer performance measures. The BSC was cobbled together from the formal information system and spreadsheets maintained locally for the purpose. A third experiment tinkered with the measures in the BSC. Despite the iterative and seemingly progressive development of the performance measurement system, there was no suggestion that these ongoing experiments produced a better representation of practice. Rather, management's purpose was to fabricate a more locally useful set of performance measures.
Locally useful accounting information is sustained by 'abnormal' rather than 'normal' discourses, with the latter being preoccupied with technical concerns. Operational accounting information is informed by the 'emotional', 'intuitive', 'imaginative', 'spiritual' and 'aesthetic' possibilities of accounting (Hines, 1991, p. 328) . Boedker and Chua (2013) narrated how accounting information may constitute strong emotional responses, such as love. In this situation, accounting information was useful because it produced a form of entrancement, which mobilised managers and employees despite its inconsistent, flawed and shifting nature. Entrancement with 'the big hairy growth number' (p. 253) helped to re-build relationships with external stakeholders, such as investors, the financial press, customers, and financial analysts (so that their love affair with this corporate behemoth would blossom again).
Likewise, Andon et al. (2014) explored how accounting information was made useful through imagining (Pitsis et al., 2003 ) the value for money expected from a privately funded and developed public housing project. Imagining value for money was made possible by interaction between government personnel in the Department of Housing and a range of stakeholders, such as property developers, financiers, Treasury officials, Cabinet, community housing organisations, academics, police, media, residents, religious officials, and community representatives. Stakeholder input was garnered from these interactions, which enabled convincing information to take form and progress through various project gateways, such as Cabinet review and endorsement, risk assessment by multidisciplinary evaluation panels, and detailed financial comparison to a public sector comparator.
Whilst operational accounting information may fall short in terms of espoused professional ideals, this is not necessarily problematic to users (Ball and Brown, 1968, 2013; Dambrin and Robson, 2011; Jordan and Messner, 2012) . For instance, the pharmaceutical industry confronts irreparable incompleteness in the accounting information used to evaluate the performance of sales representatives (Dambrin and Robson, 2011) . There is no access to prescriptions written by doctors because of legislation and professional norms. Also pharmacists may substitute generic drugs when fulfilling prescriptions. Despite the opacity of the performance management system, stakeholders accept the accounting information because it can be supplemented by local information from industry databases, for example.
This indicates that practitioners do not rely exclusively on accounting information. brought this to our attention at the advent of the decision usefulness debate, stating decision makers rely on 'many other sources of information ' (1968, p. 174) . Preston (1986) highlighted the tangential role that formal accounting information systems may play, with managers placing greater emphasis on information gathered from observation and informal networks of contacts. Other research illustrates the importance of supplementing accounting information from sources such as meetings and face-to-face interactions (Ahrens and Chapman, 2007; Bisbe and Otley, 2004; Roberts, 2009; Simons, 1990) .
Empirical research in management accounting, such as that outlined above, illustrates how operational accounting information is entwined with networks of practices, which facilitate its situated usefulness through local processes of engagement with stakeholder interests. Stakeholder interests are vested in the constitution of operational accounting information. Operational accounting information incorporates stakeholder interests, either directly through interaction or indirectly, through the invocation of the imagined latent (and potentially disruptive) power of stakeholders affected by particular choices. Accordingly, we reach the same conclusion as Jean Shaoul, albeit via a different route, that it is incorrect to assume that 'accounts cannot usefully be used by and for other stakeholders' (Shaoul, 1998, p. 235) . [5] Having said this, however, we do need to be cognisant of the ways in which extant accounting practices can privilege some stakeholders (often shareholders and managers) and disadvantage others. As such, we heed Roberts (2009) caution that stakeholders have unequal access to the requisite local knowledge and networks required to understand and mobilise operational accounting information. Roberts' observation points towards the need for a consideration of the consequences of accounting information and its usefulness to accounting for stakeholders.
'BETTER' ACCOUNTING TO MORE STAKEHOLDERS?
Hopwood polarised how we frame accounting information, its relationship to the vexed issue of accounting for stakeholders, and the consequences that may be drawn from this. He stated:
Is accounting to be seen as a poorly structured and mutually contradictory body of practice, in need of urgent reform, or as a phenomenon where the loose relationships between the discourses which surround the craft and its actual practices positively enables calculative choice and discretion? (Hopwood, 1990, p. 81) .
The first school of thought considers the bricolage shaping accounting practice to be a 'matter of concern' (Latour, 2005, p. 261) . This is manifest in debates about the limited usefulness of accounting information. Following this, the prospect of more useful accounting information will only be realised through change and reform. It is from this perspective that calls have emerged for better accounting for stakeholders in terms of the generation of new forms of reporting, which are argued to produce higher quality and more relevant information for this purpose.
A contrary approach argues that imperfections in accounting are not necessarily problematic. The heterogeneous and shifting nature of practice provides a discretionary space to employ accounting information in locally sensitive and situationally useful ways ( Jordan and Messner, 2012) . Viewed from this vantage point, the usefulness of accounting information is contingent on the operational capacity of accounting information to inform and be informed by the networks of stakeholder interests associated with its mobilisation. Given that we adopted this latter point of view, we will consider its implications first.
As outlined previously, the usefulness of accounting information stems from practitioners' recognition of the operational character of accounting information -its imperfect but nonetheless useful nature in local contexts ( Jordan and Messner, 2012; Roberts, 2009) . However, this is not without its limitations. Roberts (2009) has pointed out that the inclusiveness of stratagems to complete and complement operational accounting information is limited. Some stakeholders are excluded from the fabrication of accounting information. Networks are invariably partial, resulting in the marginalisation of even ostensibly powerful organisational participants, such as those managing from a distance (Roberts, 2009) . Likewise, the interests of external stakeholders (other than investors) may be alienated similarly from the fabrication of operational accounting information if they, or their spokesmen within organisations, do not have the political clout to establish strong ties within a network. A further issue associated with the practical usefulness of accounting information is that its flexible and enabling style is problematic in terms of managers' institutionalised mandate to lead. Fluid accounting information, whilst locally useful, is incompatible with the needs of upper management to evaluate performance against stable and well-defined performance measures ( Jordan and Messner, 2012) . Finally, accounting for stakeholders in terms of ad hoc and emergent operational accounting information is not the same as accounting to stakeholders (Messner, 2009 ).
Accounting to stakeholders finds its expression in calls for new forms of disclosures. However, Messners' (2009) and Roberts' (2009) provocative essays highlight the painful ironies embedded in this populist pathway endorsing the production of new forms of stakeholder reporting, such as sustainability reports. These new disclosures aim to reconfigure organisational accountability by promoting greater recognition of others (Messner, 2009) , increasing the ambit of accountability from a primary focus on shareholders to include other stakeholders, such as future generations, communities, customers, suppliers, and employees. These new modes of disclosure are built on a fundamental 'faith' in more comprehensive visibility of organisational functioning through reporting (Roberts, 2009, p. 962) . There is a sense in which this is a move in the right direction (Messner, 2009) . New and extended forms of reporting prioritise ethics over ontology, that is, these practices acknowledge our basic responsibility to others 'before any ontological sense of having a distinct identity as an autonomous self' (Messner, 2009, p. 921) .
When taken to its logical conclusion, however, Messner's claimed reprioritisation of practice has markedly disruptive consequences in terms of accounting and its effects. Extant practices privilege the reporting of the accomplished self -be it a discrete business entity or an individual. If it is acknowledged, however, that our responsibilities are more communitarian, it becomes increasingly difficult to sustain the notion of a sequestered accounting entity. Likewise, it becomes similarly untenable to continue to vest power in 'undemocratic managerial prioritising of social contractual responsibilities' (Unerman and Bennett, 2004, p. 688) . Consequently, attempts to account for stakeholders by integrating additional information into extant reporting frameworks may not satisfy its intended ethical responsibility of seeing ourselves in the context of our mutual obligations to others. Rather more radical approaches may need to focus on accounting reforms, with Mitchell et al.'s (2015) Value Creation Stakeholder Theory providing an interesting starting point through its intended incorporation of 'activities beyond the boundary of the corporate entity'.
Irrespective of the scope of reporting, there are very practical and ethical limits to increased demands for accounting to stakeholders. First, there are limits to the pursuit of accountability because of an 'opacity of self' (Messner, 2009, p. 925) . Organisational participants confront practical limitations when accounting for organisational functioning because there are things that we do not know or cannot articulate. Second, accountability to stakeholders is also limited by our sense of an 'exposed self' (Messner, 2009, p. 927) . Increasing demands for accountability may overwhelm organisational participants, creating anxiety about, and preoccupation with, these new forms of visibility. Third, and finally, the 'mediated self' (Messner, 2009, p. 930) highlights the conflicting demands that organisational participants experience because of the juxtaposition of multiple accountabilities, such as in triple bottom line reporting, which encompasses economic, social and environmental logics. Annisette and Richardson (2011) observe that accounting to stakeholders combines heterogeneous and difficult to reconcile 'orders of worth' (Boltanski and Th evenot, 1999, p. 359) , begging the question as to how practitioners mediate different regimes of truth. These limits to accountability have led to a conclusion that greater accounting to stakeholders is problematic because of the ethical 'burden' placed on those called to account -especially given the increasing demands for such accounts (Messner, 2009, p. 933) .
Indeed, Roberts (2009) has described the trend towards increasing transparency as a form of 'ethical violence' (p. 965) . Drawing on the work of Lacan, Roberts contends that accounting to stakeholders involves recognition and guilt. Acts of reporting provide organisational participants with a sense of recognition, reflecting outcomes of their agency. However, in projecting an image of mastery, we participate also in a process of alienation. We learn to see the organisation from the perspective of the other. This subjectification instils a sense of guilt -we castigate ourselves for being less than perfect. The outcome is a form of narcissism or preoccupation with perfection -an accounting for the I (Roberts, 2009) . Rather than fostering an awareness of our obligations to and effects on others (a prospect suggested by Messner (2009) ), accounting to stakeholders draws attention towards quantifiable accounting information, the theatre of its presentation, and a preoccupation with rankings based on this information (Roberts, 2009 ).
Roberts argues the paradox of accountability can be redressed by 'intelligent accountability ' (2009, p. 965) , a discursive form of accountability, premised on a humbling acknowledgment of imperfection -particularly in relation to the incomplete, fragile, provisional, and heterogeneous character of accounting information. An ethics of acknowledgment should be discernible in practices coupling transparency initiatives to active social processes of inter-personal enquiry (be they meetings, conversations, and other forms of dialogue). As such, Roberts has argued that accounting to stakeholders must be located in an understanding of the local contexts in which accounting information is made useful. In short, we have come the full turn. The very real challenge that Roberts presents is the development of reflexive, intelligent dialogues, which encompass stakeholders other than shareholders and issues other than short-term financial performance.
Implementing this will be difficult, nonetheless, given the countervailing forces of organisational cultures, incentive systems, regulatory and legal practices, and professional ideals about accounting information. Also Roberts' solution may be criticised as being no more than another attempt to establish situations of ideal and ethical speechand less comprehensively than Habermas' theory of communicative action (Habermas, 1984) , for example, which is yet to establish any successful programme of social transformation. Nonetheless, we argue that Roberts' (2009) call for a more reflexive form of accounting for stakeholders is a timely contribution to the debate. The increasing democratisation of communication -with the advent of web 2.0 and the proliferation of social media -offers the potential for more intelligent accountability, providing stakeholders with an opportunity of 'offering counter accounts' to official forms of accounting for stakeholders ( Jeacle and Carter, 2014, p. 1235) . Processes of dialogue and active enquiry are no longer confined to elite settings, such as boardrooms and annual general meetings. Accounting for stakeholders may find its form on Facebook, Twitter, blogs and web pages, rather than within the physical strictures of static reports that are subject to attestation processes conducted by internal and external auditors. Having said this, however, self-indulgent on-line activism (#makesmelookandfeelgood), which has been characterised disparagingly as 'slacktivism' (see Fuchs, 2009, p. 778) , runs the risk of instituting yet another form of narcissism in relation to accounting to stakeholders (Roberts, 2009 ). Promoting intelligent accountability as an aspiration, nonetheless, may enhance practice through its experimental, emotional, imaginary and complementary effects on the fabrication of operational accounting information.
ACCOUNTING FOR STAKEHOLDERS -A REFOCUSSING OF CRITICAL ACCOUNTING?
Finally, it is appropriate to reflect on how emerging practices of accounting for stakeholders may inform future accounting research. There is now a well-developed understanding of the constitutive, fluid and partial nature of accounting information, along with its capacity to mobilise a variety of stakeholder interests in situationally varied and useful ways (Andon et al., 2007; Ezzamel et al., 2004) . Where to from here? Is it enough for academia to restrict its role to a celebration of the operational accomplishments of accounting information, even if the status quo is depicted as organically changing (qua developing)? To an extent, the answer depends upon your point of view. Having said this, however, few scholars' consciences would remain unprovoked by Sikka and Willmott's (1997) blunt appraisal that unless accounting research aspires to change practice, it is no more than a 'parasite' on those practices that it studies (p. 161). What are the opportunities for critical research in relation to accounting for stakeholders?
In part, critical research with respect to accounting for stakeholders can only be shrouded in pessimism. This is because there is no end game to the process of accounting for stakeholders -projects of accounting change and development may reconfigure, but can never overcome, the incomplete and partisan nature of accounting information. A more optimistic reading, and one that we veer towards, is that if researchers can assist stakeholders to understand the character of accounting information and, in particular, the processes informing its fabrication, accounting for stakeholders may be understood as a critical project (Callon, 2010) . In highlighting how accounting information is assembled and reassembled, stakeholders and their spokesmen may be motivated to shift their focus from a concentration on reporting outcomes to an engagement with the activities shaping the convincingness of accounting information. Accounting for stakeholders is as much, if not more, about the politics of fabricating and stabilising networks of interests as the development of ideals for the qualitative characteristics of accounting information. Future research that critically examines the ways in which values and priorities are embedded in organisational functioning may assist a range of stakeholders to understand how accounting reproduces particular forms of power imbalances, which privilege some stakeholders over others. This may equip stakeholders to reshape practices of governance and accountability through mechanisms such as lobbying and representation on stakeholder panels, for example (Deegan and Blomquist, 2006; Unerman and Bennett, 2004) .
We would further argue that the critical project in accounting may be reinvigorated and contemporised by meticulous research following the actors, both human and nonhuman, implicated in the processes of accounting for stakeholders. Whilst accounting has always had a feisty albeit marginalised group of critical scholars (see Baxter and Chua, 2003) , research has been concerned with issues stemming from the hegemony of particular nation states and the hierarchical power relations stemming from this. Arguably, however, accounting for stakeholders requires a new form of critique that is located in its context of emerging complex, diffused, pluralistic, globalised spaces. Transnational networks of organisational practices, industry codes, government regulations, international treaties and standards (including international accounting standards), social movements and sub-state entities mediate accounting for stakeholders. Accounting for stakeholders is governed by a complex of ties forming multilayered networks with globally distributed and shifting systems of authority (Held and McGrew, 2002) . We have very little understanding of the constitution and accomplishment of these global networks enabling accounting for stakeholders. Clearly this is an area that requires sustained fieldwork to refocus critique from 'pre-packaged assumptions' about the sources, distribution, uses and connotations attached to power (Guggenheim and Potthast, 2012, p. 169) , concentrating instead on the emerging micro-dynamics and structures of power shaping accounting for stakeholders. Armed with convincing insights into the machinations of networks constituting accounting for stakeholders, accounting researchers will be well positioned to contribute to the realisation of the espoused aims of stakeholder engagement -namely, accelerated learning about changing values in the business environment, more informed and ethical decision consequences for a range of stakeholders, and the greater effectiveness of change agents acting on behalf of a variety of stakeholders (AccountAbility, 2007) .
CONCLUDING COMMENTS
In the Call for Papers for this special issue, the Editors stated that different stakeholder theories share 'one common element' -'the importance of the availability of relevant information to managers and stakeholders ' (Van Buren III et al., 2012, p. 1, emphasis added) . This has been manifested in the development and disclosure of new forms of accounting information (Adams and Simnett, 2011; Kaplan and Norton, 1996; Mouritsen et al., 2002; Vaivio, 1999) . However, these processes of change and reform have emerged in a context where there is little understanding of, or fundamental debate about, the nature of accounting information and how it is made useful for stakeholders. We have attempted to redress this gap. In making the above observations we acknowledge that the provision of information in relation to accounting for stakeholders serves a variety of purposes, such as the codification of organisational history and memory, the production of legitimacy, and the facilitation of various organisational rituals and routines (Gambling, 1977; Preston, 1986) . Having said this, however, arguments about the usefulness of information dominate discussions about the relevance of accounting information for stakeholders and managers (Van Buren III et al., 2012) . The key point that we wish to establish is that, as academics, we need to problematize notions of usefulness and the complex networks of (global) practices, which enable the accomplishment of this. In so doing we need to critique the ways in which extant accounting practices are understood to mobilise the interests of particular stakeholders over others in different situations. Future research in relation to this has a vital role to play in informing the practice of accounting for stakeholders.
